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A knock on the door startles Richie out of his music-induced reverie. 


He puts his guitar aside and stands up, pulling his phone out of his pocket to check for notifications on his way 
to the door. There are no new ones since the last time he had his phone out. But whoever is knocking has the 


gate code, so it can only be one of a handful of people, and Richie thinks nothing of opening the door. It is Jon 


The shadows beneath his eyes are the first thing that register in Richie's mind-- they're not the kind of 
shadows that come from a bad night's sleep or allergies or even a hangover. These shadows are the kind that 
are nearly black at their centers, feathering out into waxy purple, eventually giving way to too-pale cheeks. 
The kind that come from a hundred nights of bad sleep, and a hundred pounds of stress grinding into a 


person's bones. 


The rain doesn't help, either. Richie hadn't even realized it was raining. 


Jon's hair hangs in lank strands, stuck to his forehead and neck and ears, and tiny droplets of moisture cling to 
his lashes, weighing his eyelids into a serni-lowered position The image barely has time to register before 
Richie is scrabbling at his soaked shoulders, pulling him inside the house, closing the door behind him. 


"What the hell?" he says. "I thought you were at home." 


Jon doesn't answer, so Richie retreats to the kitchen and returns with a pile of dish towels. Jon closes his 


eyes all the way, allowing the moisture on his eyelashes to melt into the layer covering the rest of his face. 
Richie shoves a couple of the towels into Jon's unprepared hands and then shakes one out himself, draping it 
over his friend's head and scrubbing the moisture from his hair. Jon curls his fingers into the bundle of terry 


cloth and still says nothing. 


Wiping Jon's face with his towel, Richie crouches a bit in order to see into the other man's downcast eyes. 


"Jonny?" 


Jon's eyes close again. His lips twitch a bit as though tickled by potential words. Finally, as though remembering 
he has an obligation to contribute to the conversation, he says, "Are you alone?" 


"Yeah, yeah. What's going on? Why are you out here?" 


Giving an almighty sniff and dragging the back of his hand under his nose, Jon says, "I can't do it anymore, 


man: 

"What do you mean?" Richie says. "Cant do what?" 
"Any of it. All of it” 

"What happened?" 


Jon looks up for the first time since entering the house, the blue of his eyes almost violent in their bitterness. 


"None of it matters without you there." 


An exhale is forced from Richie's lungs, as though from a breath taken lifetimes ago, awaiting release. His body 


feels wasted without it there to buoy him. 


He puts an arm around Jon's shoulders, as much to keep himself standing as to express consensus, and leads 


him toward the hallway. "Go get some dry clothes on I'll make some coffee. Okay?" 


Jon wipes a stray droplet from his nose and nods, breaking off toward the bedroom. His wet tee-shirt is 
sucked to his slumped shoulders and his feet drag through the carpet pile. 


Richie waits until his friend is out of earshot before he cries. 


Richie pours steaming black coffee into a mug and puts it on the island counter in front of Jon. The other man 
is mostly dry now, dressed in Richie's clothes and perched on a barstool. His head rests on his folded up 
forearms. As Richie adds sugar and cream to the coffee in just the amounts he knows Jon likes, he notices 
the hairs are still standing on end on Jon's forearms, as though he is still cold. It is a moment before Richie 
notices he's also still shivering, though it's almost too warm for comfort there in the kitchen. 

Richie stirs the coffee a moment and pushes it forward, but there is still no movement from Jon. Almost 
without thought, Richie circles the island and rests his hands on Jon's shoulder blades, feels the vibration in 
the other man's core. 


"Talk to me, Jonny. Please." 


Jon's voice is thick and faraway, as though traveling through both water and light years to get to the space 
between them. "Do | have to?" 


Richie squeezes Jon's shoulders. "Sooner or later." 

"| pick ‘later*." 

"Okay." 

Drawing up the adjacent stool, Richie sits on it sideways, facing Jon, leaning forward enough to tuck his friend 
into the protective curve of his arm. Jon sighs and lifts his head enough to consider his coffee, even moves 
his hand an inch or two toward picking it up, before dropping his face back in his arms as heaving sobs wrack 


his entire body. Richie pulls him in closer, enclosing him in both arms now. 


Searing tears cut through Richie's shirt, and the sweat from Jon's overheated body makes Richie's hands stick 


to his back a little as he rubs it. 

Jon draws back a bit, wipes his eyes with his palm. "Sorry about that," he says. 

Its all right. | did it while you were gone." 

Jon snorts softly with a half smile, and slumps forward against the counter, his elbows set wide so his face 
receives the steam of his coffee. He plays with the handle of the mug, twisting it side to side, picking it up an 
inch off the granite and putting it back down. "I didn't know what to do, so | came out" 


I'm glad you're here." 


Jon chuckles and takes a sip of his drink "Man, | am never gonna be ready to talk about this." 


Busying himself with pouring another cup, Richie says, "You and me both. Wanna pretend it never happened?" 
"Has that ever worked for us?" 
"You got a point.” 


Jon puts his mug down and swirls a fingertip through the light brown liquid, then puts it in his mouth. "Can we 


just maybe talk about it tomorrow or something?" 


Nodding, Richie stares at the gleaming black surface of his coffee, mirroring the ceiling fan back to him. "You 
staying?" 


"|I wanted to," Jon says, his eyebrows crinkling as he meets Richie's eyes. “If that's okay." 

Richie raises his coffee to his lips, letting it burn all the way to his stomach. "Yeah, it's okay." 

A smile ghosts across Jon's lips and is gone almost before Richie is sure he saw it there. Richie puts his mug 
down as gently as possible, but it still clinks. "So if you don't wanna talk tonight, what do you wanna do?" he 
says. 

Jon's eyebrows crinkle again, pushing into the deep line between them. Richie has never noticed the line before 


and wonders if its new. Wrapping his fingers around the coffee mug like it's a life preserver on an angry 


ocean, Jon says, "| wanna remember." 


Placing his fingers astride the rim of Jon's mug, Richie waits for the man to let go of it, before pushing it 
away. Jon gives him a questioning look, and Richie raises his hands before him to chest level, palms outward 
toward his friend. He watches Jon's eyes skim his hands from wrists to fingertips and back down again, as 


though taking stock of the things he knows about those hands. 


"Go ahead and remember," Richie says, softly, and Jon's eyes flicker up to meet his own. They are pink-rimmed 
and spider-webbed with distressed capillaries, but they are dry. 


He raises his hands to meet Richie's, presses their palms together. Taking in a deep, placating breath, he waits. 
Richie has no idea what for, but he waits with him, matching the pressure of the touch. Finally, Jon slips his 
fingers between Richie's, curls them down and grasps, and Richie does the same, locking themselves to each 
other. A current of unspoken thought passes between them, as through a revived circuit. 

‘lm sorry, Rich," Jon whispers. "For everything.” 

Richie closes his eyes and draws air. It's the first time he's heard it. And believed it. 

"Me too," he says. "Me too." 

Jon loosens his fists from Richie's grip and slides his hands up over the tops of the other man's hands, feeling 
every knuckle as he passes, the wristbones above. The clamminess of sweat in his palms becomes apparent as 
he runs his hands up Richie's forearms, dragging at the hair there. 

"And | missed you so much. Jesus, | missed you." 


"Me too--" 


"I know we saw each other and all, but its not the same," Jon says, pressing his thumbs into the crooks of 


Richie's elbows. "It's hard to let go when it's like that, you know?" 
"Booty calls aren't your thing, huh?" 


Jon snorts and smiles a little, circling the pads of his thumbs upward from Richie's elbows to the curves of 


his biceps. "Not really." 
When he finds Richie's neck with his wandering hands, Richie cups his neck in return 
‘lm ready to listen to you now," Jon says. "I need you to know that." 


"I think.. maybe it was my fault for not telling you what | needed," Richie says, twirling his fingertips slowly 


into the overgrown hair at the nape of Jon's neck. "It's just like, | spent my whole life being this-- | don't 
know-- this open wound or something.. and then | finally scabbed over, and it felt good to be closed up for 
once. You know what | mean?" 

Lips pinching into a whitened line, Jon tips his face down. "Yeah," he says. "Yeah, | know what you mean 
Richie brushes the spot beneath Jon's earlobe where the man likes to be kissed; the spot that makes Jon 
weak, and that Richie has not dared to kiss in over four years, even though he has ached to, and even though 
they have had sex many times in that interim. Jon shivers. 

"Jonny?" 

"Yeah?" 

"We're talking about it." 

"| know." 


"So what now?" 


Shrugging, Jon twists his head a little to withdraw the spot of his neck from Richie's touch. Motley pink has 


risen in his cheeks, though, and his lips tighten again-- this time in a tiny smile. 
"We should stop talking," Jon says. "What do you think?" 


"You read my mind. You wanna take this upstairs?" Richie says, scooting off his barstool, and sliding his hand 
down Jon's arm, into his hand again. 


Jon stands. "What's upstairs?" he says, grinning coyly. 
Leading him from the kitchen, Richie says, "A gigantic bed and a lot of memories. For starters." 


"Mm. Tell me more." 


Richie's craving to pull Jon's clothes off, to taste his naked body slowly and thoroughly, amplifies beyond all 
sense the moment they pass through the bedroom door. A coveting deep and biblical. He sustains himself by 
grasping the back of Jon's neck and allowing his thumb to manipulate the place under the man's ear, and this 


time Jon doesn't shy away; this time he stands stock-still and closes his eyes, the motion of his chest growing 


deeper with his quickening breath. The barest of moans escapes his lips. 

"It really hasn't been that long, you know," Richie says. 

"It feels like it." 

Drawing in close, so that his breath brushes his own fingers as well as Jon's ear, Richie whispers, "It's still us." 
"| know." 

"Do you?" 

Jon closes his eyes. 


Richie takes his mouth like it's the first time. 


